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I was a rather hopeless case in school.
I was very bored, refused to learn,
and the teachers only took notice of
me because I was a bit of a nuisance.
But when I was sixteen, all that
changed. My parents decided to send
me to England for the summer
vacation to learn English. Naturally, I
was not terribly excited by the
prospect of spending my summer in
the rain but we came to an agreement
that I would participate in a music
summer school.
Blissfully unaware of whom I was
auditioning for and how inadequate
my cello playing was, I auditioned
for Heinrich Schiff to participate in
his cello master class at Dartington
Hall in Devon, England. It turned
out that he was not only a
world-renowned soloist, but also one
of the very best teachers one could
find. Even more amazingly, he took
me on as one of his pupils. (I
presume his ranking criterion was
(t+c)/a, where t is talent, c is
chutzpah, and a is age. In my case, c
was large and a was small, so t didn’t
really matter.)
Suddenly, I was in a world rich in
emotion and full of interesting
people, who were driven to do what
they did. From then on there was no
question that music came first and
school last. While still at school, I
enrolled as a junior student at the
music academy in Cologne then,
after I finished school, studied
music full-time in Basel (with
Heinrich Schiff).
It took me several years of
studying music to realise that it is
not the only fascinating thing in life.
It was my cello teacher who taught
me that to be a good musician one
should be interested in things
outside music itself. I began to read
the Scientific American and realised
that science was much more
exciting than my experience in
school had suggested. Eventually, I
realized I could only decide
wholeheartedly for music as a
profession if I knew what it was like
to study another subject.
So I decided to study physics (in
parallel with music). I chose physics
mainly because I was not sure what
science to study and thought I
would try physics and make up my
mind as I went along. Friends told
me that Munich was a good place to
study physics and so I decided to go
there. (Well, I admit that my
girlfriend was living only an hour
away from Munich…)
Initially, studying physics was
very tough. I had to work really hard
(for the first time in my life) to
make up for all the things I had
refused to learn in school. While I
was preparing for the first major set
of exams, I got sidetracked into
reading a marvelous book by
Hofbauer and Sigmund, called
Evolutionary Games and Population
Dynamics. I admit that the title
might not be mouth-watering to all
but Karl Sigmund is such an
inspired writer that I was
immediately spellbound by
mathematical biology. Karl Sigmund
works in Vienna and so I decided
that it would be a great idea to do
the second half of my physics
degree in Vienna. (As it happened
my girlfriend, still the same one,
lived at this point in Vienna…)
Moving towards theoretical
biology I did my Masters thesis with
Peter Schuster in Vienna on a topic
related to prebiotic evolution.
Closing in for the kill, I decided to
apply for a scholarship to do a PhD
on mathematical models of virus
evolution with Martin Nowak and
Robert May in Oxford. (No, my
girlfriend was not in England. In
fact, she, now my wife, eventually
followed me to England!) Since
then, the aim of my work has been
to improve our understanding of the
pathogenesis of infectious
pathogens by developing
mathematical models of the
intra-host pathogen dynamics.
Coming full circle, I am returning
to Basel to start my own group at the
Friedrich Miescher Institute. (For
me, there’s a pleasing circularity in
the fact that, when I studied cello in
Basel, I was awarded a Hubert Bloch
scholarship and I now find that
Hubert Bloch was the first director of
the Friedrich Miescher Institute.)
Looking back over the past 15
years, I find it difficult to pin down
exactly what the turning points were
that transformed me from a
professional cellist into a
mathematical biologist. With
hindsight, it seems to have had a lot
more to do with chance than with
carefully planned decisions.
Infectious disease dynamics is
certainly a field that is still growing
and that could keep me busy until
the end of my life but I hope to be
always in a position to take new turns
as they come along. (Hopefully taxi-
driving is not one of them, although
this is, nowadays, a likely endpoint of
a scientific career.)
Today, most of my energy goes
into science but my heart still beats
very much for music. Two weeks are
reserved every summer for
performing with friends at a small
music festival in Austria. I am still
convinced, however, that it is better
to be a professional scientist and a
hobby musician than the other way
around. Haphazard as it has been, if I
had the choice, I would do the same
thing all over again.
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The editors of Current Biology have
invited a number of biologists to reveal
the influences that have caused them to
change direction in their careers. These
brief essays are being published in the
Turning points series.
